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	1. Chapter 1

Pardon Me Too

Chapter 1.

"What's this?" asked John. He held a piece of paper aloft. The top of the paper was embossed with the words "Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth". It was a letter which Sherlock had found folded into the Royal Prerogative of Mercy order which the Queen had granted him earlier in the day.

The effect of the order granted was two-fold. Firstly, it pardoned Sherlock for the death of Charles Augustus Magnussen, a newspaper magnate whom he'd dispatched with a single gunshot the previous Christmas Day. Magnussen had been a threat to John and Mary's lives, which had been enough justification for Sherlock to act. But he'd also been a blackmailing thorn in the side of the governments of numerous countries, so few mourned his loss. Least of all the Queen, who was unofficially pleased at Magnussen's elimination from the world scene.

But her real motivation for the pardon was a more practical one. To maintain it, Sherlock would have to work with the British Security Services-under the supervision of Mycroft. The nation would benefit more than ever from Sherlock's efforts and Mycroft would work hard to keep him in line. In addition, Mycroft (who was known to go rogue occasionally himself) would owe Elizabeth an enormous debt of gratitude. The inevitable fireworks between the brothers notwithstanding, it was a win-win for Her Majesty.

"George Smith," Sherlock answered, taking the letter from John.

"The barber on Gower Street?"

"No," Sherlock rolled his eyes. "A bit more important man than the one whose been giving you those awful military flat tops lately."

John's hand went reflexively to his head. "What's wrong with my hair?" he asked.

"Too short. Makes you look…" Sherlock waved his hand, too disinterested to select an adjective. "No, this George Smith has a very contentious history with the Royal Family."

"Worse than telling the Queen to shove off when she tries to save your life?" John asked wryly.

Sherlock glared. "I didn't," he muttered.

"Actually, you did," John answered. "Without equivocation, I might add. A big flat 'no'. To the_ Queen_".

"She was sending me to prison. That's what working with Mycroft will be like—I'd prefer a gulag."

"She was keeping you from one. Having to work with your brother is not the same as languishing in solitary confinement at Pentonville, Sherlock. Or at least it's not as bad."

"Agree to disagree," Sherlock muttered.

"Anyway, who is George Smith?" asked John.

"The more pertinent question is _what_ was George Smith." Sherlock said, steepling his hands beneath his chin.

"Ok," sighed John. It seemed that Sherlock was in a pedantic mood. "_What_ was he?"

"A threat. A somewhat ridiculous one by today's standards, but a threat at the time nonetheless."

"_Sherlock_," said John wearily. "Just tell me." Sherlock sighed. He hated when John wouldn't indulge his sense of drama.

"Fine. In 2003, George Smith was working at the Palace. He claimed that he was raped by a member of Prince Charles' staff, Michael Fawcett. It was an enormous scandal, even I heard about it. You would have been off faffing about in Afghanistan then, or otherwise putting your neck on the line for Her Majesty."

"I was _fighting a war,_ Sherlock," John responded through gritted teeth.

"Whatever," he responded. "The Royal Family was fighting one of their own at home. The rape charges were bad enough, but what particularly drove the point close to home was that Fawcett and the Prince were said to be good friends—_exceedingly_ good friends. They were seen together socially to an unusual degree, Fawcett often traveled with the Prince, They even did business together. According to Smith, they did something more as well—he's said to have caught them in bed together while delivering the Prince's morning repast." Sherlock relayed. "Well, the Family couldn't have that. Bad enough that the Prince's marriage to Diana was circling the drain before her death. Having him dragged out of the closet as well—whether the allegation was true or not-was just too rich a pot of scandal for the Windsors."

"That can't be true. I would have heard of it at some point," John protested. "And besides, who would really care if the story was true or not? This isn't the dark ages."

"The most powerful family in the Kingdom cared a great deal," Sherlock said. "The Prince was still married at the time of the alleged events. If the Family frowned on his dalliances with Camilla, having them extend into a same sex relationship would cause a royal implosion. They very much wanted the story to go away. Poor George Smith knocked on a lot of doors to get his side of the story heard, but his credibility was repeatedly attacked." Sherlock's lips tightened. "That tactic may sound familiar from when it was employed so well by Moriarty against me."

John shuddered. Watching Moriarty (aided by Sherlock's enemies within Scotland Yard) decimate Sherlock's reputation while bringing him under suspicion for committing the crimes he'd devoted his life to solving had been like being trapped in a nightmare. One which ended with Sherlock's apparently fatal fall from St. Bartholemew's Hospital. The conviction that he'd been driven to his death by jackals of the press feeding on his life still resonated with John, even though reports of his death had been proven to be premature.

"Smith was all but crucified. An influential talking head on the radio declared him to be 'the most unreliable source for any story on anything anywhere in the United Kingdom.'" No mincing words there. Publication of the story has been censored in the UK, although the Scots ran with it, as did the Republic of Ireland. If I understand the situation correctly—and I do—Smith lost his job, his marriage and his children, but never backed away from his account of the facts." Sherlock smiled grimly. "Our Government can be quite beneficent with its attention when it decides to tear a person's life apart."

"The Family didn't dirty its hands directly in the affair, of course. As in all things, it called in an expert in disemboweling someone by exploiting his sexual history."

"A tabloid reporter?" John asked. He'd never forgiven the rag which led a one woman charge in the form of Kitty Reilly against Sherlock before his "suicide".

"No, I said an _expert_. Someone who could be counted on to get results _and_ keep their machinations out of the public eye. Someone who has lived and breathed secrecy, keeping those of others quiet as if they were the nuclear codes. Someone highly skilled in sexual espionage."

"A spy?" John asked.

"Maybe, this person's job description has evolved in interesting directions over the past few years." Sherlock said wryly.

"You know this person, then?"

"Yes. So do you," Sherlock noted.

He stood and went to a small cabinet beside a front window of 221B. Pulling open a drawer, he withdrew an object. As he walked back toward John, the latter's eyes widened with recognition.

"That's the phone, the Woman's phone." John sputtered. "That's Irene Adler's phone. Are you saying that she was involved in burying the lead on the Prince Charles story?"

"No," said Sherlock with a slight smile. "I'm saying that she's leading the charge on bringing the story back to light."

John stared at him for several long moments. Then, in a tone which suggested that he was a few breaths from an explosion, he said "Irene Adler is dead. Mycroft said she was dead. You said she was dead. The Government's own damn file on her said she is dead."

"The Government's own damn file on me said the same, yet here I am."

"Doesn't _anyone_ stay dead around you?" John snorted in exasperation.

"Magnussen will," Sherlock answered quietly. The balloon of John's indignation at being left out of the loop on Irene deflated. He sank back into his chair.

"So, walk me through it."

"The Woman was driven from England and hasn't been able to return without risk of my brother doing something stupid." Sherlock said.

"Mycroft doesn't know she's alive?" asked John incredulously. Sherlock nodded. "How in the hell did she pull that off?"

"She had help," smirked Sherlock. John just stared in response, slightly open-mouthed. "But apparently her willingness to live the ex-pat life has run out and…_what_?"

John was slicing his hand across his throat. "Stop a moment. Just stop," he commanded.

Sherlock sighed. He knew what had captured John's attention and believed it to be irrelevant to, well, anything.

"The _point_ is that she's found a wedge into Mycroft's defenses, a path to extort her way home. It's elegant, really-".

"No," repeated John. "I don't care. Or at least I don't care just _now_. Let's return to the 'help' she received."

Sherlock ignored him. "She's gone over his head in the only way possible, to the person with power greater than his own. If the Queen presses her cause…oh, _fine._ Just ask," he snapped.

John leaned forward, hands on his knees. He sat quietly for a moment, then dropped his gaze to Sherlock's hand. Changing tactics, he cut straight to the question which most concerned him, rather than focusing on the what, when and why of Irene Adler's survival.

"You kept it, her phone," he said, nodding to the mobile phone Sherlock was still holding. "Why?"

"It wasn't worth the effort of discarding." Sherlock's voice was firm, but his gaze shifted away.

"You deleted the solar system from your memory, Sherlock. Tossing an old phone into the bin would have been a piece of cake. Why did you keep it?" John asked insistently.

"Why does it matter? I have a bull's skull too, but you don't question me about that," Sherlock said. John sighed.

"Fine, moving on. She had help. _Your _help, yes?"

Sherlock crossed his arms. He nodded but kept his lips pressed together. Everything about his attitude screamed "off limits." John simply sat with an air of infinite patience. Finally, Sherlock bit out an explanation.

"She is a person of rare intelligence. Had I not intervened, she would have been killed. That would have been a waste, and I despise waste." John sat expectantly, eyebrows raised. Sherlock huffed. "That is _all,_" he said sharply. When John still didn't speak, Sherlock stood and began to pace and fill the silence.

"Your persistence in attaching sentimental significance to my behavior is tiresome, John. As I've told you, I have no such notions. My interest in women is no different than my interest in men—minimal and entirely pragmatic. All of my passion is reserved for my work. People are merely to be endured, used, ignored and, very rarely, enjoyed." Sherlock said this last with a quick look to confirm that John understood his place in the pecking order.

John nodded solemnly, then asked with an excess of sincerity, "OK. Mycroft told me she'd died at the hands of insurgents in Afghanistan. What category do "people you risk your neck to rescue from terrorists" fall into? Endured, used, ignored or-" John grinned. "Enjoyed?"

"Oh, stop it," muttered Sherlock.

"Alone together in the desert, adrenaline rushing through your veins after saving a damsel in distress…yes, sounds potentially very enjoyable. Very enjoyable, indeed," John mused, grin widening.

Sherlock glared. "She's gay, John," he retorted.

"She also called you her 'exception'," John shot back. Looking at the outrage crossing Sherlock's face, he couldn't decide which was more fun—this turn in the conversation or Sherlock's earlier disastrous meeting with the Queen. Something about seeing Sherlock firmly on his back foot was delicious. Dangerous as poking an angry bear, but too rare an opportunity to let pass by without milking it.

"_As I was saying,_" growled Sherlock. "What matters is that Ms. Adler is no longer playing in what the Americans call the minor leagues. She's gone straight to the top of the British hierarchy, at the risk of being not only refused, but hunted. Not to mention the potential fallout of putting my brother's considerable nose out of joint. That means that she had powerful motivation to act. But what is it? And why pursue it now?"

"She misses you?" mused John with a smirk.

Sherlock responded by flinging the Woman's mobile back into his desk and slamming the drawer with enough force to bounce it back open. He stalked to the door of the flat and made to leave.

"Fine, fine, I'll quit," John said placatingly. "Just tell me this—do you think her involvement has anything at all to do with Moriarty's image popping up all over London?"

Sherlock stopped, clearly debating whether to continue his strop or return to the topic at hand. He decided on the latter.

"I don't know. It doesn't seem possible, but once you've discarded the improbable-"

"Whatever remains must be the truth, however impossible," John interrupted. "I know. So what do you do now? Besides turn up at Mycroft's office to work your shift on Monday morning."

Sherlock ignored the last, although his shoulders stiffened slightly. He returned to his desk and retrieved the Woman's phone. After examining it for a moment, he pressed in numbers and raised the phone to his ear. "I have a phone call to make," he said, lips twisting. "To an old friend."

"Bit risky, her interacting with you. Your past gallantry aside, what makes you think she'll come out of hiding to talk?" asked John.

"I can offer some powerful motivation too," Sherlock responded.

"Which is?" got in John just before he heard the sounds of the phone ringing the number Sherlock had dialed.

"Dinner," said Sherlock grimly.


	2. Chapter 2

Chapter 2.

"Where are we going, Sherlock?" said John irritably. They'd gone to his home, picked up his car (with a brief stop for a goodbye to Mary, punctuated with eye-rolling from Sherlock), and had now been driving for an hour. Most of the time had been spent getting out of London, since rush hour was quickly approaching. John was without food, without Mary, and rapidly becoming without patience.

"You know where we're going," Sherlock answered.

"No, I know _who_ we're going to see, not _where_ she is. Based on how long we've been in this car, I'm guessing the back of beyond. Which is a good place for Irene Adler, if you ask me." John shifted uncomfortably in the passenger seat. He rarely drove, so the prospect of navigating through busy London streets to some unknown destination hadn't been attractive. Sherlock therefore took over and was, unsurprisingly, a good driver. Mary's Audi A4 was also well-stocked with creature comforts. But deeply padded leather seats aside, the novelty of the journey was fast beginning to pall.

"Seriously, Sherlock, if you're going to be all mysterious about this trip," John waggled his fingers in air-quotes, earning a scowl from Sherlock, "At least tell me how long I can expect to be trapped making it."

"Wokstop," Sherlock said with a sigh.

"Wok…where?" John asked.

"Wokstop. Unofficial capital of The Dukeries region and, not incidentally, home of Welbeck Abbey. Surely you know the story of Welbeck," Sherlock said archly, quite aware that its existence, much less its history, were probably unknown to John.

"Surely, I don't. And surely you know that, so why don't you just fill me in," John snapped. "God knows you're dying to."

Sherlock huffed, but John was right. The opportunity to hold forth on an arcane subject about which his listener knew nothing was something Sherlock couldn't resist.

"Welbeck Abbey is the ancestral home of the Portlands, including the fifth Duke of Portland who lived there in the late 1800s. The Duke was a recluse the likes of which has rarely been seen. He never left home if he could avoid it and went to extraordinary lengths to avoid all human contact. He even built an electric railway inside the house to bring him food from the kitchen so he wouldn't have to interact with anyone at mealtimes."

"So a hero of yours, then?" John asked drily. Sherlock ignored him.

"What makes the Abbey of interest to us isn't that part of the house, though. It's the second wing of the house—more precisely, the network of rooms beneath the main floor. The old Duke put a large dent in his fortune having the underground wing built, including entertaining spaces which never saw use. Even better, the rooms connect to a vast series of tunnels and secret passageways which run for considerable distances beneath the surrounding landscape."

Despite himself, John was intrigued. Sherlock smiled. His story had worked as intended, distracting John until they were out of the city and heading into the countryside.

"A perfect hiding place, then," John said.

Sherlock nodded. "With the advantage of being all but invisible to anyone who doesn't know the property, yet with access to a fully functional living space—kitchens, toilets, everything one could reasonably need."

"Did you set her up there?"

"No, I don't know how she found it. I haven't been in touch with the Woman since returning to London."

John shook his head, struggling to take the implication in. "You mean, you saw her while you were off being dead?"

Sherlock had been absent from London for two years while working to destroy what was left of James Moriarty's criminal network after his death. John had believed Sherlock to be dead throughout that period, a point that was still a sore spot between them. While John eventually understood the reason, even the necessity, of the charade, its emotional impact on him had been devastating. Not something easily erased from memory, no matter how many apologies the usually unremorseful Sherlock offered.

Sherlock became absorbed in driving, a ridiculous pretense since the roads were now clear of traffic as they moved deeper into the countryside. Sherlock typically avoided discussion of his time away, but John suspected that this silence was motivated more by reluctance to discuss his relationship with the Woman.

Irene Adler, known professionally and to Sherlock as "The Woman," had been a dominatrix of substantial repute at one time. Her career (at least in London) had come to a crashing halt when she tried and failed to extort a lifetime's money and influence from the British Government, in the person of Mycroft. Sherlock had been the fly in the ointment, both in terms of the blackmail and her emotional state. As John understood it, her attraction to Sherlock had led her to unwisely use his name as the passcode for the phone which held the information she'd hoped to leverage into a fortune. He'd deduced it and left her to Mycroft's mercies, which had been minimal.

Sherlock's excuse that he'd rescued her from certain death just to preserve her intellect smacked of nonsense. To John, the news that they'd been in contact during Sherlock's "death" cemented his suspicion that Sherlock had formed an emotional attachment to the Woman as well. The idea was mind-boggling, and not one John intended to let lie. But he knew his friend well enough to recognize when the conversational gates had slammed shut—the pressed lips and the intense gaze anywhere but John's direction all signaled Sherlock's determination to change topics. John would wait—the time to ambush Sherlock on the subject of the Woman would eventually come.

"OK," he said. "If you won't tell me what you got up to with Irene Adler, at least tell me how long it'll be until the big reunion."

"I didn't _get up_ to anything and 30 minutes."

"Fine," said John.

"Fine," answered Sherlock. Just as silence began to settle in, Sherlock's phone buzzed. John looked at the display.

"It's Mycroft."

"Ignore him," Sherlock commanded. The phone buzzed again. After several seconds, it stopped then began anew. This continued until Sherlock stabbed at the screen to power it down. His attention drawn from the road, the car swerved onto the shoulder.

"Stop! Just let me answer if you won't and try not to kill us," John barked. He grabbed for the phone and swiped across the screen to answer the call and turn on the speaker.

"You should know by now, Sherlock, that you can't ignore me. No lesser an eminence than the Queen of England has ensured it." Mycroft's voice filled the car.

"I was going to wait until you'd sent a helicopter, Mycroft," Sherlock snarked. "You did it for John, the least you can do for your little brother is provide transportation to work."

"Yes, well, speaking of work, you aren't here." Mycroft noted.

"How perceptive of you. I can see now how you've managed to sucker so many people into giving you power, brother dear."

"Boys," interjected John. He was far too annoyed by being stuck in a car to add squabbling Holmes brothers to the mix. "Cut to the chase, please."

"Just so, John. Sherlock, you were to be at MI5 an hour ago. Instead, you are somewhere in the vicinity of Cheswell and going in the wrong direction. Am I to assume that you're taking a sick day, little brother?"

"Monday, Mycroft, not today. Even the poor working subjects of Her Majesty's secret service aren't on duty every day. And I told you before, you'll see me when I want you to. Or were you planning to lock me up in a corner of your office?"

"I am planning on you being available to assist the Commonwealth when needed, Sherlock. And, as I texted you this morning, you are needed now," Mycroft said grimly.

"I ignored that text, as you can see. I'm needed elsewhere." Sherlock said condescendingly.

"No," Mycroft answered. "You have an assignment, and I need you here to instruct you on it. Turn around, now."

"Sorry, but that won't be possible. If you really need to pretend that you can order me around, Mycroft, you can give me my assignment over the phone."

"No, I can't," Mycroft snapped.

"Then I'll talk to you on Monday," Sherlock tried to snatch his phone away from John to end the call. The car swerved slightly again.

"_Sherlock,_" growled John. "You can be a pain in the arse on Monday, or any other day, but you won't be doing it while driving me down a road at 115 km/hour." He lifted the phone to speak directly into the microphone. "And you, Mycroft, can be a pompous prick some other time too. Just tell him what you need so I can get back to trying to survive this trip."

Both brothers sighed audibly, but stopped sniping at one another.

"What do you want, Mycroft? If you're worried about John hearing, don't be. I'll just tell him what you said anyway."

Mycroft sighed again. He knew it was true, so gave up any hope of his communication to Sherlock being private.

"It appears that I may have a hole in my security. I suspect someone, but cannot ask others in the organization to investigate. If this person is truly loyal, doing so would undermine their value to me. If they are not, I need to know how far their perfidy goes. It would take a powerful motivation to turn this asset, so if an inappropriate alliance has been formed, it would present great risk."

"Risk to whom?" asked John.

"Myself. And, by extension, anyone who relies on me." Mycroft sounded aggrieved, but John suspected it was due as much to John's participation in the call as the subject matter.

Sherlock stiffened. "Our parents?" he asked, suddenly fully engaged in the conversation.

"Yes. And you."

"I'm not reliant on you in any way," Sherlock objected, offended.

"You may not believe so, Sherlock, but others do. And it's that perception which counts."

Sherlock huffed. "Ridiculous. But I'll concede that having you provide their security may have put our parents at risk. Who is your mole?"

Mycroft didn't answer.

"Mycroft?" asked John, sharing a glance with Sherlock. He looked at the phone to ensure that the call was still connected. Full bars, call still active.

"Mouth too full to talk?" asked Sherlock solicitously. "Come on, Mycroft. I haven't got all day, who is it you want me to investigate?"

When Mycroft answered, all bluster had gone from his tone.

"Anthea," he said quietly.

Even Sherlock was shocked into silence. Anthea had been Mycroft's right hand woman for years. She was as close to him as it was likely possible to be without a family connection. She knew far too much for comfort—about Mycroft _and_ Sherlock. She'd been complicit in many covert events in the Holmes' life, including Sherlock's "suicide" and the subsequent attack on Moriarty's organization. Personal details of the brothers' lives were known to her that both would prefer never see the light of day. The possibility that she'd been turned to release that information to a third party was a deeply disturbing one.

As Sherlock and John absorbed this information, signage for the village of Wokstop came into view. Welbeck Abbey was just outside of the town center, with a tower peeking out above the treeline.

"Text me the details, Mycroft," said Sherlock. "I'll look into it for you."

After a few moments, Mycroft responded. "Thank you."

"Now, brother dear, I regret that we'll have to hang up on you. We've arrived to visit an old friend. Later," Sherlock said as John ended the call.

"Jesus," said John. "Anthea."

"Yes," breathed Sherlock. "Could be a bit of trouble there."

He steered the car through the gates of the Abbey, which were open during the evening for the occasional tourist tour or reception. "But we have even bigger trouble awaiting us here," he said. Both men alighted from the car. Sherlock gestured toward the door. "Shall we?" Sherlock grinned suddenly and bounded toward the door, John following reluctantly behind.

They'd arrived, and the Woman was waiting.


	3. Chapter 3

Chapter 3.

"17 pounds!" spluttered John. He and Sherlock were at the tourist's entrance to Welbeck Abbey. John was appalled at the cost for a self-guided visit through the stately house. The ticket seller's assurances that it was a good value, not least of which because the tour included a stop at Welbeck Brewery, fell on deaf ears. Huffing, Sherlock stepped in front and paid for the two admittances. His willingness to pay (Sherlock being notorious for sticking John with cab fares) shocked John into silence.

The men entered the building. Not surprisingly, all of the closed side doors from the entrance hall were locked. The only path forward was a prescribed one leading through the main rooms.

"So, how do we get to the lower floor?" muttered John.

"We take the stairs," answered Sherlock condescendingly.

"Very funny, Sherlock. Or had you not noticed that there's no way to get to them?"

"There's always a way, John," answered Sherlock. Without another word, he walked into a stone plinth, knocking it and a bust of the 5th Duke of Portland to the ground. Happily, the Duke seemed made of stern stuff, because the statute simply bounced without harm onto a nearby rug. The plinth, however, crashed to the marble floor with a resounding bang, which brought a security guard and the ticket taker running.

"I'm so, so sorry," cried Sherlock, all but bowing and scraping. "I'm afraid that I wasn't watching where I was going. All this beauty here was distracting me."

Not sure where this was headed, John jumped in. "Yes, he's always doing things like this. Dead clumsy." Sherlock shot him a sour look at the observation. "He'd lose his head if it wasn't attached."

"Yes, well, I'll pay, of course. And I'll help clean up this mess," Sherlock bent to reach for the Duke's head. At the same time, he scooped up a piece of the broken plinth. A large cut opened across his palm, which began to bleed copiously onto the marble floor. John, the guard and the ticket taker started in horror.

"Jeez," said John. He snatched Sherlock's scarf from around his neck and began to wrap the hand, ignoring Sherlock's protests.

"I'm a doctor," John said. "I need a clean towel and bandages ASAP."

"No need, it'll stop on its own," Sherlock retorted, swinging his hand out as he spoke. Droplets of blood sprayed out from beneath the scarf, spattering onto the rug. "Oops!"

The Abbey employees jumped as if hit with hot pokers. Promising to return with cleaning materials (for Sherlock and the rug), they scampered off in different directions.

"Thank you!" called Sherlock. As soon as they were out of sight, he went to one of the locked doors. Pulling out a lockpicker's case, he began to work on the keyhole.

"Was that really necessary, cutting your hand?" hissed John.

"Did you have a better idea for distracting the staff?" Sherlock answered.

"What if there's a camera in here?"

"There isn't." Sherlock rolled his eyes. "I checked, of course."

The door popped open and the men scooted through it. A staircase was to the right, which they started down.

"What's the plan?" asked John. "If Irene Adler is really behind the threat to reveal the Royal Family's secrets, why would she agree to meet you? And don't say dinner, that doesn't mean anything to me and you know it."

Sherlock smirked. "Dinner is a euphemism, John."

As he connected the dots, John stopped in his tracks. Sherlock took the opportunity to wrap his scarf more tightly around his hands, but refused to meet John's eyes.

"You mean…you and she…you really did?"

"Stop sounding like a shocked spinster. As you once said to me, I'm human, not a machine. I may not care a thing about relationships or sex, but that doesn't mean that I'm entirely without experience. I am a scientist, after all. Experimentation and knowledge are my guiding principles."

"Bit of the deep end, though, isn't it? I mean, she _is _a dominatrix."

Sherlock looked disgusted, and muttered, "_Was_ a dominatrix. And not always, even then." As John opened his mouth to continue, Sherlock held up his uninjured hand. "That's all I'm saying on the subject."

"But-" John interjected.

"No," said Sherlock, and he walked down the remaining flight of stairs.

"Er, Sherlock…" Sherlock paused, looking back at John over his shoulder. "If, um, _dinner_ is the incentive here, should I wait outside?"

"Oh, for God's sake," growled Sherlock. "Shut up and come on." John grinned and followed.

The stairs ended at an archway through to a large, unlit room. Shadows suggested an imposing fireplace in the corner, but the room was otherwise empty. Roofline level windows barely added any illumination, given the overcast day outside. Overall, the effect was tomblike.

"There's no one here," whispered John.

"Why are you whispering?" Sherlock asked from his position in the center of the room. He walked forward, disappearing into the gloom. "There is an entire floor here. Just follow me and try not to make any more noise than necessary—" His voice cut off.

"Sherlock?" John called. No answer. Striding deeper into the room, John realized that hallways extended to three directions. Sherlock didn't appear to be in any of them.

"Sherlock!" John shouted. His voice seemed to echo back at him. Sighing in frustration, John spun in place, looking down each hallway. He chose the one closest to the center of the room, reasoning that Sherlock couldn't have gotten much farther along. There were no windows, so navigation quickly became an exercise in feeling the wall and hoping that nothing was in the way.

Unfortunately, there was—Sherlock. With an oompf, John smacked into his friend.

"Say hello to our guest, John," said Sherlock, tone flat.

"Er, hello?" he ventured. "Do you have a light? If I'm going to meet a dead woman, I generally like to be able to see her."

A flashlight snapped on. "I'm sure she'll feel the same, Dr. Watson."

John stared at the person standing in the circle of light. It wasn't Irene Adler.

"Anthea?" he asked incredulously.

She smiled slightly, then cut her eyes to Sherlock. "She had to relocate to one of the outbuildings. There is maintenance scheduled for the lower wing of the house. It will be filled with builders and cleaners starting Monday."

"Which doesn't explain why you're here," Sherlock answered. "There's a connection between you and the Woman, clearly. But what?" He began to circle Anthea, who raised an eyebrow but didn't move. "Ah…of course. I should have seen it sooner." He stopped in front of Anthea, eyes raking her from head to shoes. "And now for the big question. Does Mycroft know?"

She snapped off the light, plunging them all into darkness. "She's waiting for you in the guesthouse at the western edge of the property." Clicking heels signaled Anthea's departure.

"So, while we're stumbling back through the dark, care to fill me in on the big secret? Why was she here, Sherlock?" John grunted as he bumped into the wall, trying to follow the vanishing sound of Anthea's shoes.

"She's related to the Woman in some fashion. Not a sister, but cousin is likely. She's been working with her for some time."

"She took me to see Irene the first time she rose from the dead. At the Battersea Water facility." John recalled. "I didn't know you knew that."

"I didn't, but I suspected." Sherlock answered. "I saw the car, one of Mycroft's. It could have been any of his minions but in hindsight, Anthea was the obvious choice. It's clear from her earlobes."

John started to question that conclusion, but decided against it. If anyone could find a conspiracy in an earlobe, it was Sherlock. "Is this what Mycroft suspected? That Anthea is what…a double agent?"

"No, and nothing so dramatic. Mycroft picked up on the fact that she was keeping a secret, but I'm sure that's all. In his line of work, secrets can be deadly, so it wasn't something he could ignore. But a connection to a woman he believes to be dead? Mycroft doesn't have the imagination for it."

"How can you be so sure that Mycroft doesn't know about her?" John asked.

"Because I ensured that he wouldn't find out. I organized the Woman's untimely death, at least so far as he knew of it. It wasn't difficult to find the right people to pay off for their willingness to lie to him. What was it he told you? It would take Sherlock Holmes to fool him." A smile crept into Sherlock's tone. "Exactly."

"How did you hear that?" John muttered. "You weren't even in the room."

"As I've said before, John, don't try to hide from me at Speedy's. The staff doesn't hesitate to call when something happens that involves me." Sherlock snorted. "Frankly, I was disappointed in Mycroft. Choosing the café below 221 for a private discussion? He's slipping."

The hallway came to an end and the lights snapped on. John blinked hard against the brightness.

"He's not slipping," said Anthea. She looked composed, but her voice betrayed stress. "He trusts Dr. Watson, heaven knows why."

"Hey," John protested. Anthea ignored him, gaze fixed on Sherlock. "And he cares about you."

Sherlock rolled his eyes. "I thought you were smarter than that. Apparently, I was wrong."

"And that's a statement you won't hear from him very often. Can we get on with this? I'm not a fan of being underground." John stepped forward between his two companions.

Anthea glowered for a moment, then her usual look of calm descended. "Take the right door. The alarm on it is disabled. You can follow the outside breezeway to the stone house near the trees. She'll be there."

John nodded. Sherlock didn't move, staring around him at Anthea. John clutched his injured hand and squeezed. "Ow!" Sherlock yanked his hand back. The mood between Anthea and him was broken, as John intended. With a nod, Sherlock followed John out of the room. Anthea spoke softly.

"Sherlock," she called. He stopped and turned back.

"You should know," she said. "Her answer would have been yes."

"What?" asked John.

"Nothing," said Sherlock. "Just nonsense." Anthea smiled sadly as they left the room.

Sherlock nearly stomped down the pathway. John had to walk quickly to keep up. "Nonsense, huh? Seems like it was more than that to me," said John.

"Shut. Up.," bit off Sherlock.

"Sounds as though Dr. Watson is being perceptive, as usual," came a throaty comment. John spun while Sherlock froze in place.

"Ms. Adler," said John wearily.

"You haven't changed at all," Irene observed.

"I can't say the same of you. Last I heard, you were dead," John responded.

"Don't believe everything you hear," she said.

"Especially not from this source," Sherlock added.

Her answering smile mirrored Anthea's melancholy one of a few minutes earlier. Irene was simply dressed, with her hair cut just above her jawline. Diamond studs twinkled at her ears. In her ballet flats, she appeared tiny, several inches shorter than John.

"We should go inside. Tour groups come through here all the time and I wouldn't want to be caught out. It's a nuisance, but I don't plan to make my stay here permanent."

"No, permanent doesn't suit you," snarked Sherlock. Without another word, Irene turned and walked down a cobbled path to a small outbuilding.

"You're going to fill me in on what's going on with you two," John decreed quietly to Sherlock.

"I can't wait. Oh, wait, yes I can," Sherlock retorted. They followed Irene into the stone house. It was a single room, lined with shelving. An old, crumbling wardrobe stood in one corner. The window shutters were closed, but would clearly let in a considerable amount of light when opened. The room also contained an duvet-covered airbed, a small cabinet and a curtain attached haphazardly to the ceiling, behind which stood a portable toilet.

"I love what you've done with the place," said John.

"Yes, well, as I said, it's temporary." Irene directed her comment to John, but her gaze was on Sherlock. Silence filled the room as the two stared at each other, neither moving a muscle or giving an inch. John's eyes swiveled between them. Both seemed to be waiting for something the other wasn't willing to give, or at least wouldn't be the first to offer. He finally broke the stalemate by clearing his throat.

"Sorry, but I believe we have business to discuss? The Queen—remember, Sherlock?"

"Ah, yes. Her Majesty. My ticket home," said Irene.

"She won't become involved in this," said Sherlock. "You've overplayed your hand."

"Actually, I don't expect her involvement to be strictly necessary. I have another ace in the hole."

Sherlock looked at her for several long moments, then smirked. "He won't help you."

"Precedent says he will," Irene shot back.

Sherlock frowned. "Precedent?"

"He'll take action for the things he cares about. In this instance, it's the monarchy and its reputation."

"And the precedent was…?" John interjected.

"What he cares for the most," Irene said softly.

"You're delusional," Sherlock responded.

"When it was his little brother on the line, he was willing to throw the country's interests on the dustbin. Iceman would let England burn if it meant saving you, Sherlock," Irene asserted.

Sherlock simply shook his head. "He was saving himself—as you once said, having his little brother be a major security leak wouldn't be a good career move."

Irene stepped up to him. "And having his personal assistant be one wouldn't be much better," she responded.

"You'd throw Anthea to the wolves to save your hide," John said darkly.

"My_ hide_ is doing just fine where it's been, Doctor. I'm not doing this just to be in London again," Irene said.

"Then why are you doing it?" John shot back.

"For the sake of something else that _I_ care about," she said.

"Which is only yourself," Sherlock bit off.

Irene took another step forward, stopping inches away from Sherlock. She ran her fingertips slowly down his shirt, stopping just above his abdomen.

"You don't believe that," she whispered.

Sherlock shrugged. "It's the truth," he said.

"So is this," she answered. Rising to her toes, she brushed her lips across his. He didn't return the kiss, didn't move a muscle. Leaning back, she looked into his eyes then closed hers.

"Lost again," he whispered, then stepped back. John averted his eyes. The only sound in the room was their breathing. Then a voice broke through from outside.

"Despite the extensive space available in the home, the Duke kept these outbuildings for guest use and for occasional storage. Built of ancient stone, they're really quite charming…".

"_Sherlock,_" hissed John. Sherlock stood stock still, looking at the space where Irene had been moments before. Her last words lingered in the air—"I have something you need to know. Find me." She was gone.


End file.
